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Gustav Mahler
1860–1911

Symphony No. 2 in C minor ('Resurrection')
85 minutes

ABOUT THE WORK

Gustav Mahler’s Second Symphony took him six years, and for
most of that time he did not know how it would end. In 1888
he completed a large funeral march for orchestra and called it
Totenfeier (Funeral Rites). For five years he could not decide
whether it was a symphonic poem in its own right or the first
movement of a symphony. When he moved to Hamburg in
1891 as conductor at the opera he played it on the piano to
Hans von Bülow, the most eminent conductor in the city, who



admired Mahler’s conducting. Bülow was appalled by the piece
and said that if this was music, he understood nothing about
music.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

The first movement begins with a shudder in the upper
strings and a fierce, striding theme in the cellos and
basses. It is a funeral march on a symphonic scale, re‐
lieved now and then by a quiet, rising melody in the viol‐
ins.

The second movement looks back to happier times, an
unhurried country dance in the manner of a Ländler, led
by the strings. The third is the scherzo drawn from
Mahler’s song about St Anthony of Padua preaching to
the fishes. Its rolling, circular motion goes on and on un‐
til the orchestra breaks out in a dissonant cry, and the
music sinks away.

The alto then begins “Urlicht” with the words “O Röschen
rot”, over a soft chorale. It lasts only a few minutes and is
the stillest point in the symphony.

The finale bursts in with the same cry and then unfolds as
a long sequence of scenes. Horns call from offstage. There
are marches and a chorale. Then comes what Mahler
called the Great Summons: brass from a distance, and in
the hall a solitary flute, like a bird. After a silence the
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chorus enters, at first almost unaccompanied and as
quietly as it can sing: “Aufersteh’n”, rise again. The sop‐
rano’s voice lifts out of the choral sound, the alto and
soprano sing Mahler’s own verses, and the music builds in
stages to the closing hymn, with organ and bells joining
the full orchestra.

Tonight’s artists

Christiane Karg soprano

The soprano has little to sing and all of it exposed: she rises
out of the hushed chorus in the finale and later joins the alto
in Mahler’s own verses. Karg has sung the part before, among
other occasions at the Rheingau Musik Festival in 2017, and a
week earlier she is the orchestra’s soloist in Mahler’s Fourth.

Christiane Karg is a German soprano, born in Feuchtwangen in
Bavaria in 1980. She studied at the Mozarteum in Salzburg and
made her Salzburg Festival debut in 2006 while still a student,
in two early Mozart works. From 2008 she was a member of the
Frankfurt Opera ensemble, where her roles included Susanna,
Pamina, Zdenka in Arabella and Debussy’s Mélisande. She has
since sung lyric soprano parts at houses including the Royal
Opera House, La Scala and the Bavarian State Opera, and she is
equally active as a concert and Lieder singer. She is artistic dir‐
ector of the KunstKlang festival in her home town.
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Elīna Garanča mezzo-soprano

Garanča sings the alto part: the solo song “Urlicht” that forms
the fourth movement, and her entries in the finale. She ap‐
pears in all three Musikverein performances and in the orches‐
tra’s New York concert of the symphony on 28 February.

Elīna Garanča is a Latvian mezzo-soprano, born in Riga in
1976 into a family of musicians. She studied singing at the
Latvian Academy of Music and began her career in the opera
companies of Meiningen and Frankfurt. She is closely identi‐
fied with the title role of Bizet’s Carmen, which she has sung at
the Metropolitan Opera, the Royal Opera House and the Vi‐
enna State Opera among other houses, and the Vienna State
Opera has named her a Kammersängerin. She has recorded for
Deutsche Grammophon since 2005.

Singverein der Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde in
Wien chorus

The Singverein, the resident choir of the Musikverein, sings in
the three Vienna performances on 20, 21 and 22 February. The
orchestra’s own listing for the Carnegie Hall performance on
28 February names the two soloists but no chorus.
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